Erika Check, Washington
Stanford University in California is joining a growing list of US universities that are establishing privately funded stem-cell institutes.
In announcing its Institute for Cancer/Stem Cell Biology and Medicine on 10 December, Stanford become the latest institution to attempt to use non-federal money to try to resolve funding and oversight dilemmas in the controversial field of research on human embryonic stem cells. The facility will be headed by Irving Weissman, a prominent stem-cell researchers at Stanford.
The Stanford scientists plan to do basic research on stem cells, and develop new therapies for chronic diseases and cancer. Philip Pizzo, dean of Stanford University's Medical School, said it was "quite feasible" that they would also use a method called therapeutic cloning, or somatic-cell nuclear transfer, to create new embryonic stem-cell lines.
US government regulations expressly prohibit the use of federal money to do this -raising the thorny question of how free universities such as Stanford are to do it, when they depend so heavily on federal government support for other activities.
Two other US universities -the University of California, San Francisco, and Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, Maryland -opened similar institutes this year.
President George Bush declared in August 2001 that publicly funded researchers would be allowed to work only on stem-cell lines that had already been derived from embryos. And some in the US Congress would like to ban the production of embryonic stem cells altogether, whether researchers are publicly funded or not.
Several states, including California, have passed laws supporting the procedurepartly in an attempt to attract biotechnology money. And patient-advocacy groups have convinced some key senators to oppose further restrictions on the research.
Meanwhile, scientists are pushing their universities to find creative ways to fund the work, which could lead to profitable patents and treatments. A handful of institutions have taken the plunge -but others have remained reticent. CERN's previous heads have all been highenergy physicists, but Aymar says he plans to make an asset of his different background. "I will be free of any prejudice," he says, adding that he will appoint a deputy who is more familiar with CERN's scientific work.
